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Advent I: Year B:  2 & 3 December 2017 

 

St. James Episcopal Church, Clinton NY 

The Rev. Gary Cyr, Rector 

A beginning is a very delicate time…  

We need to be attentive to how we start our journey towards Christmas  

 
Isaiah 64:1-9 

1 Corinthians 1:3-9 

Mark 13:24-37 

Psalm 80:1-7, 16-18 

 

Chapter 1 of Frank Herbert’s novel Dune leads off with these words: 

“A beginning is the time for taking the most delicate care that the balances are correct.” A screenwriter 

for the movie Dune translates that sentence into “a beginning is a very delicate time.” Beginnings are 

indeed a delicate place for how we start something often portends what the outcome will be. Matters, 

though, can quickly go awry no matter how well the start is planned, and that in itself exposes this 

precarious nature of beginnings. 

Today begins a new life in our journey with Christ. We are entering Jesus’s story, not with the 

annunciation as one might expect – myself included –  but with apocalyptic lamentation. In effect, the 

readings form Isaiah and Mark provide balance to the delicate nature of our Advent beginnings. Rather 

than start with the overly familiar Christmas narrative, we begin this Advent journey with a reality 

check of sorts. The questions become: What is our situation? What is the health of our relationship with 

God – both individually and collectively as a society?  

Messianic expectations are what the readings from Isaiah and Mark primarily have in common.  

However, that expectation is layered with different understandings.  For Isaiah, his audience is a 

people in exile. The Babylonians have destroyed Jerusalem and razed the temple.  Israel are now a 

people living in a foreign land in the midst of a crumbling empire. They await God’s promised Messiah 

who will liberate them and guide them home to their own lands. However, Isaiah is not only 

reminding Israel of how it got into its predicament; he is also reminding God of God’s promise, of 

God’s faithfulness. Isaiah is even a bit brazen by pointing out that though the people have sin against 
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God, God’s self has furthered their plight by turning God’s back on the people. After all, just as clay is 

nothing without the potter to give it shape, the people are flailing in God’s absence.  In other words, 

God must mold the people into faithfulness. 

Mark’s community, on the other hand, has experienced the Jewish uprising that resulted in the 

Temple being destroyed.  Once again, Israel is an occupied people without its primary identity. In the 

midst of this chaos is a fledgling community of the Way, followers of Jesus, awaiting his anticipated 

return. Neither Mark’s community nor Isaiah’s know exactly when the time will be, when the Messiah 

will enter into the story and alter the predicament they each find themselves in. Hence that familiar 

message we have been hearing repeatedly lately: be ready, be prepared.  The start of our Advent 

journey – a most delicate time – therefore begins with preparation.  

In my recent foray to town in search of a prop in preparation for today’s homily, I was amazed 

at how many people were scurrying about getting ready for Christmas. Traffic was backed up at every 

stop light. Parking lots were filled with vehicles, many seeking to squeeze their oversized automobiles 

into a too small parking space. Aisles were crowded with baby strollers jockeying for room to 

maneuver. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I ended my search at the place I least like to shop due to its 

employment practices and economic bullying tactics.  Alas, the holidays are upon us and people are 

preparing. But for what?  

As people of faith, we know Christmas is coming, but it’s not here yet. If the mayhem at the 

stores are any indication one would think Christmas was tomorrow.  However, the question for 

Christians goes deeper than gift-giving and social gatherings. The question we need to ask in the midst 

of this holiday zeal is: Are we spiritually ready for Christmas? What I witnessed during my foray on 

Friday was a frenzied drive to purchase material items, which suggests the balance between the 

spiritual and the commercial are not correct. Matter-of-fact, things are very much imbalanced. Too 

much emphasis is placed on December 25 at the expense of the weeks leading up to the festival day. 

Too much emphasis is placed on decorating and gift giving at the expense our spiritual well-being. Just 

look around at people’s stress levels during this time of year. The emphasis ought to be first and 

foremost our relationship with God.  Being prepared, according to Isaiah and Mark, means being 

attentive to this relationship with the Sacred. Advent, then, is our opportunity to put things into 

balance by focusing on preparing to receive the ultimate gift: the gift of God’s Love made manifest. 



 3 

We are the clay and God is the potter. God is molding us into vessels of faith so that we may be 

ready to receive the Light of Christ, promised on Christmas day.  Being a glob of clay, however, isn’t 

the most endearing image for the holiday season. I challenge any of you to find a blob of clay in the 

holiday decorations aisle of your favorite department store – if it’s there at all, it might be located near 

the elf-on-the-shelf. But the image of raw unformed clay is apropos.  A glob of clay is nothing without a 

turn-table and a potter, working in tandem to give form to the shapeless clay. It’s a very delicate 

moment when the potter begins to work the clay on the turn-table.  Any wrong move and the whole 

project is ruined. It takes time, patience, and practice to bring a work to fruition. Each of us is a work in 

progress where God is slowly give shape and form to our lives.  The clay responds to the potter, and 

Advent is our time to respond to God’s touch, God’s presence in our lives.    

Our Advent journey begins today. We need to be attentive to how we start our journey towards 

Christmas for it will determine how ready we will be to receive Christ.  Will we be a receptive vessel 

that in turn can carry this Light into the world hungering for its presence, or will we be unformed clay 

sputtering about on the turn-table unresponsive and uncooperative to God’s touch? How we answer 

the questions portends our readiness for the Christmas promise.  

I’m a sci-fi aficionado, so you’ll have to forgive me here, but if you’re at all familiar with the 

Dune films you’ll recognize what I am paraphrasing when I say: A beginning is a very delicate time.  

Know then, that the year is 2017, and the crumbling empire of the United States is ruled by oligarchs, 

and the people who suffer their tyranny await their Messiah who will free them and restore balance to 

all life. To help us during this time of attentive waiting, I offer you a prop –  blue candy cane. Let it be a 

sign of hope that the Messiah is approaching. Place it where you can see it on a daily basis. That may be 

on the mirror where you shave in the morning, or on a vanity as you prepare for your day. It could be 

on a cupboard door that you open daily to get your coffee mug. Maybe it will hang on the rearview 

mirror of your automobile. Hang it where you will see it most; let it remind you that, as Christians, we 

are beginning our journey of Advent in preparation for Christmas Day. Thus, may your Advent 

journey of attentive preparation be one of hope and peace. 

 

AMEN 


